This study explored 
Introduction
Reading is fundamental to the development of other skills in foreign language. Without solid reading skills, English language learners fall short of expanding their linguistic repertoire and handicap themselves of further developing their speaking and writing in English. Many English language learners recognize the importance of reading but lack impetus to sharpen their reading skills. This lack of momentum is particularly evident among Taiwanese junior high school students due to the test-oriented education system, which places less emphasis on cultivating purposeful reading in English. The typical English reading materials for junior high school students in Taiwan include textbooks, test-prep books, and assigned readers. Rarely will the students have opportunity to read English for pleasure. To them, most likely, reading in English equals preparing for the test and getting a good score. As a result, many junior high students in Taiwan don't like to read in English but rather spending their leisure time texting, messaging, Facebooking, and Instagramming. Recognizing the importance of reading and the low motivation among junior high students, many English teachers in Taiwan are constantly seeking alternative teaching approaches and classroom activities to kindle their students' reading interest. Inspired by the positive results from the implementation of literature circles (LCs) in the tertiary level (Chiang, 2007; Chiang, 2009) , the researcher of the current study set out to explore the utilization of LCs with junior high students and investigate the potential effects of LCs on boosting the intended language learners' self-efficacy and the possible link between self-efficacy and reading comprehension gains.
Review of Related Literature

Theoretical Underpinning of Literature Circles
LCs are temporarily formed small groups of students within a class where the students choose their own reading materials, decide their own reading schedule, take on various group roles and meet on a regular basis to help each other develop deeper understanding of the commonly chosen reading texts (Daniels, 1994; 2002) . From its inception in Chicago's public schools in the 1990s, the idea has been adopted, adapted, and carried out by many language arts teachers in the States. With phenomenally successful reports from the first language (L1) application, the same idea has been extended to the promotion of second/foreign language reading with promising outcomes in developing reading comprehension (Lin, 2006; Hsu, 2004) , enhancing reading motivation (Burns,1998; Jewell & Pratt,1999) , cultivating learner autonomy, and promoting critical thinking skills (Chiang, 2009 ).
The merits of LCs are hinged upon three complementary conceptual frameworks, including collaborative and cooperative learning, reader response theory, and learner-centered learning.
Cooperative and Collaborative Learning
The concept and procedures of LCs are based upon the cooperative and collaborative learning principles rooted in Vygotsky's (1978) -zone of proximal development‖ (ZPD). ZPD refers to -the distance between the child's actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers‖ (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86) . LCs provide learners with opportunities to solve problems by interacting with more capable peers who lead them to a higher level of understanding by stretching their ZPD. LCs are not only well informed by the cooperative principles but also manifest Johnson & Johnson's (1999) five essential elements of cooperative learning groups. The five elements are (1) face-to-face interaction; (2) positive interdependence; (3) collaborative skills; (4) individual accountability; and (5) group processing. In short, LC lends itself seamlessly to the cooperative learning and is considered an ideal context in which the foreign language learners are able to learn interactively, cooperatively and effectively (Chiang, 2007) .
Reader Response Theory
Literature circles are in line with the reader response principles. Rosenblatt (1995) views reading as a transaction between the reader and the text. She postulates that a text is lifeless until a reader comes to be in contact with the text and breathes in his/her interpretation of it. When reading a text, the readers approach the text from different perspectives, bring their prior knowledge, experiences, values and beliefs to the text and interact with the text. In the process of transaction, the readers construct meaning out of the text with their own interpretations. Rosenblatt (1995) further explains that different readers have different interpretations of a literary work and there is no correct one. Resonating with Rosenblatt's idea, Probset (1988) and Daniels (2002) maintain that any work of literature is a collaboration between a reader's prior experiences and the words of the author. That is, encouraging readers' responses to the reading text facilitate active and meaningful reading (Rosenblatt,1995) .
Learner Centeredness
Learner centeredness is considered another prominent feature of LCs. Learner centeredness is related to learners' capacity in choosing what they like to do and learn in the classroom. In contrast to traditional teacher-centered instruction, in LCs, students choose their own reading materials, decide the amount of reading through peer negotiation, develop their own discussion topics, share their responses with peers, and sometimes learn to settle arguments or different interpretations. In other words, students are the center of decision-making process. According to Daniels (2002) , student choice is the key ingredient of LCs. Unlike teacher-centered classroom where teachers control the reading assignments, in the student-centered activity like LCs, teachers serve as facilitators who guide and help students make their own choices and be in charge of their own behavior in an autonomy-supporting learning community. A number of researchers claim that allowing students opportunities to make choices of their reading and take some control over what they learn positively influence students' intrinsic motivation to read (Deci & Ryan,1985; Gambrell,1996; Guthrie, Wigfield & Perencevich, 2004) .
Empirical findings of implementing LCs
Over the decades, LCs have been broadly adopted in both L1 and L2 contexts. Substantial research reveals that LCs have positive effects on encouraging learner responses (Gilbert, 2000; Kim, 2004) , promoting reading comprehension (Chiang, 2007; Parker, Quigley & Reilly, 1999; Tierney &Readence, 2000) , increasing motivation to read (Burns,1998; Jewell & Pratt,1999; Loffredo, 2004) , and cultivating self-efficacy (Kim, 2004; McElvain, 2010) .Much of the research in the EFL context has focused on learners' reactions to the LC activity (Mark, 2007; Williams, 2011) . One study reported some benefits of LCs through the participants' self-evaluation, including enhanced reading fluency, broadened vocabulary knowledge, and improved speaking skills (Shelton-Strong, 2012) . In Furr's (2007) adaptation of LC activities for EFL college students in Japan, Furr proposed modifying Daniels' guidelines for EFL learners. He specifically suggests that teachers should select reading materials so as to better match students' reading levels and that post-reading circle discussions can involve some language teaching activities to clarify parts of the story or facilitate discussion in the L2. The review of prior research on LCs indicates that there are more studies focusing on the college and elementary level than the secondary one. Thus, more studies are needed to shed light on how LCs can be incorporated into the L2 reading at the junior high schools where many L2 readers are struggling with low motivation and confidence in tackling English texts. Bandura (1977) stipulated self-efficacy as learners' faith about their ability to learn particular tasks or skills. Learners with high self-efficacy tend to face challenge rather than avoiding it and are able to recover quickly from setback. They are willing to invest more effort and are predicted to perform well in specific tasks. In contrast, learners with low self-efficacy suspect their ability and incline to avoid tough tasks; they rather choose less challenging tasks and give up easily. Therefore, Bandura proposed that -the stronger the perceived self-efficacy, the higher the goal challenges people set for themselves‖. Learners' belief about their own capability will determine whether they will face or avoid the challenge. Motivation also plays a role in learners' efficacy. Students with firm belief of efficacy are more likely to motivate themselves to tackle challenge. They usually set goals for themselves and are determined to reach their destination. Bandura (1977) listed four crucial sources of self-efficacy, namely mastery experiences, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and emotional state. Research in this area has validated the important implications of self-efficacy theory in academic settings where learners' self-perceived efficacy has a direct and/or indirect effect on academic achievement (Caprara et al., 2008) . In EFL setting, the empirical studies on self-efficacy and L2 reading revealed that self-efficacy is positively correlated with reading comprehension, reading intervention, and strategy use (Ghonsooly & Elahi, 2010; LeBlanc, 2015) . However, self-efficacy is negatively correlated with language anxiety. For example, LeBlanc's (2015) quasi-experimental study with 316 Japanese high school students shows that after taking part in LCs over the course of one academic year, the subjects' reading self-efficacy was improved significantly while reading anxiety significantly decreased. Similarly, Ghonsooly and Elahi (2010) identified the correlation between EFL students' self-efficacy and their reading anxiety and comprehension. The authors administered two questionnaires on readers' anxiety and self-efficacy to 150Persian-speaking sophomores at three universities in Iran and compared the efficacy scores with students' scores of their final reading exam. Ghonsooly and Elahi found that students with higher self-efficacy performed better in their reading scores, and their anxiety was lower than students with low self-efficacy. The authors also suggest that the teachers should cultivate students' awareness of self-efficacy and design classroom activities that help enhance self-efficacy and lower language learning anxiety. However, in foreign language learning, how to promote students' self-efficacy as L2 reader via meaningful reading activities remains puzzling. Therefore, this case study intended to explore whether students' efficacy would increase during a 12-week literature circle classes, and also examine whether learners' reading comprehension is related to their self-efficacy. The following three research questions guided the data collection and analysis of the current study: 1) Is there any significant difference in the students' read-related self-efficacy before and after taking part in a 12-week, LC-integrated reading class? 2) Is there any correlation between the students' self-efficacy and their reading comprehension gains? 3) What are the students' perceptions of their English reading self-efficacy and their participation in LCs?
Self-Efficacy and L2 Reading
3.Method
A mixed method approach was adopted with 28 junior high school students to gather both quantitative and qualitative data. An intact 7 th grade class of 10 males and 18 females from a public school in central Taiwan were recruited to take part in a 12-week, LC-integrated reading program. The class met once a week for an hour. The students were first introduced to the concept of LCs and then guided to become familiarized with four LC roles, including connector, question writer, vocabulary finder, and story mapper. Rosenblatt's reader response theory is manifested in the LC discussions as the students approach the text from various discussion roles, such as the Connector who connects the individual reader's experiences with the text, the Question writer who raises questions about the content of the text, and the story mapper who offers graphic representation of the test. Seven mixed-proficiency circles were formed based on their English teacher's suggestion. Instead of letting students choose their own reading materials, the Oxford level 4 reader ‗In the Caves' was selected based on the students' current reading level. This decision was made in reference to Furr's (2007) suggestion that in the EFL context, the teachers have better knowledge in selecting proper English readers for their pupils. Data were collected and analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively from a self-efficacy questionnaire, reading comprehension worksheets, and an open-ended survey. A self-efficacy questionnaire (see Appendix A) with 20 items rated on 4-point Likert scale was administered to the students before and after the 12-week, LC-integrated reading program. The satisfactory reliability coefficient of the questionnaire was obtained at .93. A paired-samples t-test was run on SPSS 23 to detect any significant difference between the pre-and post-score of self-efficacy.
To investigate if there is any relationship between self-efficacy and reading comprehension, an average of every students' five reading comprehension worksheets and each student's self-efficacy postscore were entered to run Pearson correlation. In addition to the statistical analyses, an open-ended survey regarding L2 reading motivation/confidence, LC activities, and L2 reading in general was distributed to the students at the end of the 12 th week. To tap into the students' perspectives of LC intervention, their responses were coded and categorized to inform future application of LC in EFL contexts.
4.Results and Discussion
4.1 There is no significant difference in the students' reading-related self-efficacy before and after the 12-week, LC-integrated reading program. The pair-samples t-test of the subjects' pre and post score from the self-efficacy questionnaire indicates that the subjects' self-efficacy doesn't reach statistical significance. In other words, taking part in LC discussions didn't significantly increase the subjects' self-efficacy as L2 readers. As Table 1 shows, the mean score of 28 students' self-efficacy climbed from 2.63 to 2.73 at the end of 12-week LC-integrated reading program.
However, Table 2 indicates that there is no significant difference in the students' pre and post self-efficacy scores. Even though there is no significant difference in the paired-samples t-test, it's worthwhile to scrutinize the various items comprising the questionnaire. Chart 1 compares the pre and post mean scores for 20 items. Out of 20 items, seventeen of them have higher mean post scores whereas three of them have lower ones. These three items are item 2, 9, and 19. Both item 2 and 19 are pertaining to the students' confidence and interest in reading English while item 9 probes into students' perceived competence of being a vocabulary finder, the easiest LC role among the four roles chosen for this class. The decreased mean postscore from item 2 suggests that the 12-week, LCintegrated reading activities didn't boost up students' self-efficacy as L2 readers. This finding contradicts the substantially increased postscore from item 13 stating -I believe that if I try hard, I can solve the problems by myself while reading and writing in English‖. The contradiction between item 2 and 13 may suggest that the students might not feel more confident about their L2 reading in general; nevertheless, with their success experience from the LC activities, the students came to see their potentiality as effective readers in English. Item 12 receives the greatest increase in the postscore (from 2.18 to 2.57), which probes into the students' confidence of taking on story mapper role in LCs. It suggests that the majority of the students consider themselves improve the most in graphically expressing their understanding of the reading text. Similarly, the students also see themselves improve substantially as a question writer as they rated themselves higher in the posttest for item 11. Ironically, the one single item (19) that dropped the most from pre to post score is tapping into the students' interest in reading English. This finding is inconsistent from the results gathered from the open-ended survey, which will be presented and discussed in the later section. Unlike the prior research concluded with increased self-efficacy and enhanced intrinsic motivation to L2 reading as a result of LC intervention (Burns,1998; Jewell & Pratt,1999; Loffredo, 2004; Kim, 2004; McElvain, 2010) , the current study shows that LCs didn't considerably cultivate the students' self-efficacy, an integral construct of motivation to read. The insignificant difference may be attributed to the limited learner choice in selecting reading materials in the current study. That is, without giving students a full capacity to decide on the reader for their LC meetings, the students didn't develop a sense of ownership in their reading engagement, which might have compromised the learner-centeredness nature of LCs. This speculation resonates with Deci & Ryan's (1985) cautionary remark stating that teachers who do not support student choice of their own reading materials and fail to see students as independent learners will undermine their students' reading motivation. Nevertheless, providing students with too many choices to manage may also result in loss of motivation. Teachers should offer an appropriate range of choices of reading materials for students, accompanied by instruction and guidance (Guthrie, Wigfield & Perencevich, 2004) .
A moderate correlation was identified between the students' elf-efficacy and reading comprehension gains.
The scatterplot (Graph 1) suggests a definite relationship between reading comprehension and efficacy, with larger values of reading comprehension tending to be associated with larger values of efficacy. There appears to be a positive correlation between the two variables. A Pearson's correlation was run to determine the relationship between 28 seventh-graders' self-efficacy and reading comprehension gains. Table 3 shows that there is a moderate, positive correlation between self-efficacy and reading comprehension gains (r = .479, N=14, p < .01). Averages of the scores form all the subjects' reading comprehension worksheets and their postscores from the self-efficacy questionnaire were entered to run Pearson correlation. A moderate correlation between the students' self-efficacy and reading comprehension worksheet average suggests that a positive correlation exists between the two. However, it remains unclear as to whether self-efficacy facilitates the development of better reading comprehension or the other way around. That is, the students' reading comprehension improvement boosts up their self-efficacy. A statistically significant correlation shows that self-efficacy and reading comprehension are positively related to each other. When self-efficacy rises, reading comprehension goes up, and vice versa. This finding is consistent with the prior research in which a positive correlation between self-efficacy and reading comprehension was found (Ghonsooly & Elahi, 2010) .
Graph 1: Scatterplot of Reading Comprehension and Efficacy
4.2
The majority of the students considered LCs an interesting and effective reading activity and acknowledged the fact that they became more confident about reading English novel as a result of taking part in LCs for 12 weeks. Based on the content analysis of the students' written responses to the open-ended survey, most students recognized two positive outcomes of LCs, namely improved reading comprehension and enhanced motivation and confidence in reading English. The students also articulated some concerns and barriers they encountered while partaking in LCs. As for the benefits, twenty-four out of 28 students mentioned their reading comprehension has been improved as a result of 12-week LC reading. The majority of the participants (82%) considered LCs helpful in advancing their reading efficiency and improving their overall English proficiency. Most importantly, ninety percent of the participating students said that their English reading comprehension ability has been improved via LCs. -tailed) .010 N 28 28 **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
For me, Literature Circles was fun and cool because they not only improve my English reading comprehension ability but also increases my reading speed. I really enjoyed reading in Literature Circles."
The results indicate that the students enjoyed reading in LCs and believed their reading comprehension ability has been enhanced. Apart from the improvement in reading comprehension, the students also attributed the improvement to the collaboration taking place in their LCs. Vygotsky's notion (1978) of learning through social interaction and collaborative learning has been fully manifested as the members of the same circle worked together and helped one another to understand the reading texts and thus facilitated reading comprehension. This finding appears to be consistent with previous studies (Chiang, 2007; Hsu, 2004; Lin, 2006; Parker, Quigley & Reilly, 1999; Tierney & Readence, 2000) that LCs can exert positive influence in promoting reading comprehension through collaborative learning. Second, many students acknowledged that they have become more confident and motivated to read English. One student, Eason, mentioned that his confidence in English reading has been boosted via LCs, where he developed a sense of achievement as he overcame some initial obstacles in leading the circle discussion. This statement contradicts the insignificant difference derived from the paired-samples t-test of self-efficacy questionnaire. Eason is not the only one mentioning his enhanced self-efficacy in reading. This inconsistence may be due to the fact that some students, like Eason, did experience success in reading English texts and developed sense of confidence whereas some didn't. That's why the overall difference didn't reach statistical significance. Many participants admitted that they were not interested in English reading in the first place because they don't have confidence, especially when they have to cope with unknown English texts themselves without any guidance or support. Nevertheless, when they are in the LCs consisted of students with various English proficiency, they can seek help from their group members to comprehend the texts (Johnson & Johnson, 1999) . LCs give students ample opportunities to accumulate successful reading experiences, which in turn helps develop students' selfefficacy in reading (Bandura, 1977) . In addition, observing their peers perform reading activity in LCs also helped promote the students' confidence in handling their reading anxiety; consequently, they became more willing to take risks and persist in completing a reading task even when the reading texts appear to be relatively difficult or challenging (Schunk, 2003) . The enhancement in the students' self-efficacy will ultimately motivate them to read more. Furthermore, the students also brought up their retrospective distresses as the program ended. They were mainly concerned with their varied familiarity with different circle roles and the distracting off-task behaviors. Some students recalled when they were not familiar with certain LC responsibilities, they tended to consider the task difficult and became less confident. The students also reminisced about the disruptive off-task conversations taking place while the LC discussions were in progress. Many of the students didn't know how to redirect the discussion towards the intended goal since they were not used to collaborating with one another in a small group setting.
Pedagogical implications and conclusion
Despite the inconsistent findings from the quantitative and qualitative measure of self-efficacy before and after the 12-week, LC-integrated reading program, several advisable pedagogical implications emerged from the current study. First, LCs can be an effective and motivating reading activity for L2 readers. The majority of the students applauded the interactive nature and collaboration opportunity provided by LCs. They also believed that participating in LCs has helped them read with greater comprehension and boost their reading self-efficacy.
Given the test-oriented English learning environment, it is difficult to motivate EFL junior high schoolers to spontaneously read English materials outside of the classroom. LCs offers a supportive, trusting, and collaborative reading context in which L2 readers can experience success in English reading and subsequently boost their motivation. It might be worthwhile to integrate LCs with other instructional methods, such as guided reading, whole class discussion, or reader theater to explore the potentialities of various strategies. Second, it's still a dilemma for EFL teachers to make decision as to whether their L2 students should choose their reading materials for LC discussion. The current finding suggests that without giving the students the opportunity to choose their reader, the full potential of cultivating self-efficacy via LCs may be truncated. Based on the advice by the prior LC researchers in the EFL context, it may be more beneficial for teachers to choose suitable readers for their students. To take both sides into consideration, providing EFL readers with a short list of readers to choose from may constitute an optimal solution to bring out the full potential of LCs as an efficacious pedagogy. Third, cultivating L2 students' awareness of self-efficacy via LCs will go a long way as they continue to develop their language proficiency. In light of the positive correlation between self-efficacy and reading comprehension, LCs appear to create a suitable milieu in which EFL readers can experience success as they connect what they have read with their lives and encourage one another when stumbling over difficult texts. Once the students have developed stable self-efficacy as EFL readers, they will be able to keep pressing on as they tackle next reading challenge. Finally, concrete modeling, multiple practices of various circle roles, and constant monitoring are very key to the successful implementation of LCs in EFL context. Several students voiced their lack of ability to be in charge of the LC discussion, especially when the discussions were constantly interrupted by off-task conversations. Therefore, one important caution when implementing LCs is the full and concrete modeling of the discussion roles, so that the students will read the texts with a specific purpose and be confident about what to anticipate as the group discussion unfolds. In addition, although the teacher being a facilitator is one of the features of LCs, it is suggested that the teacher might need to monitor group discussions and intervene with discretion to model appropriate turn-taking skills and encourage productive discussions when the conversations appear to be at the verge of chaos. To conclude, LCs can be an efficacious reading method for L2 readers given concrete modeling and adequate teacher monitoring as well as some freedom to choose from a list of suggested English readers. Through LC discussions, the students have ample opportunities to read English texts and express their thoughts and feelings in a peer-supportive environment. It is believed that such interactive and collaborative reading mode would enhance language learners' reading comprehension performance. For future research, it will be worthwhile to implement LCs for a longer period of time with experimental and control group design and investigate the individual reading comprehension gains between the two groups, which will bring to light the effects of LCs on reading comprehension.
